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the idea—and the reality—of a common Europe has facilitated considerable collab-oration across national borders. In some 
cases this interaction has taken place through 
the European Union, and in others through the 
establishment or expansion of European and 
international professional and voluntary orga-
nizations. Because of the economic diversity 
of countries in the eastern and western parts of 
Europe, many international organizations have 
faced the critical challenge of fully integrating 
all nations into a unified structure.
european societies supporting  
dermatology research
Three large organizations govern dermatology 
in Europe. The largest is the European Academy 
of Dermatology and Venereology, whose mis-
sion is to advance excellence in clinical care, 
research, education, and training in the fields 
of dermatology and venereology and to act as 
the advocate for and educator of patients with 
cutaneous or venereal diseases. The European 
Dermatology Forum is dedicated to meeting 
the health-care needs of dermatology patients 
in Europe and defining the necessary compe-
tencies and boundaries of dermatology and 
dermatovenereology professionals. The forum 
is also dedicated to the maintenance of high-
quality dermatology teaching and training pro-
grams and to providing independent advice 
and facilitating communication among der-
matologists, European organizations, and oth-
ers concerned with improving the quality of 
skin care, including industry, academia, gov-
ernment, patient organizations, and the pub-
lic. The European Society for Dermatological 
Research (ESDR), since its inception in 1970, 
has focused on promoting basic and clinical 
science related to dermatology and has facili-
tated the exchange of information relevant to 
investigative dermatology among clinicians 
and scientists worldwide.
differences between eastern and Western 
european researchers recognized
In 2005, recognizing the differences in scientific 
activities and ESDR meeting participation by der-
matologists from the eastern and western parts of 
Europe, the ESDR board of directors organized a 
working group to represent the interests of der-
matologists from Eastern Europe. This group was 
charged with reporting its activities, challenges, 
goals, and needs to the ESDR. Chaired by one 
of us (S.I.K.), its members included Norbert 
Wikonkal, secretary (Hungary), Anna Zalewska 
and Cezary Kowalewski (Poland), Ala Kyagowa 
(Russia), and Johann Bauer (Austria).
eastern european dermatology researchers meet 
to identify strengths and needs
Because the 39th Annual ESDR Meeting in 2009 
was organized in Budapest (at Semmelweis 
University), and because we expected many 
attendees from surrounding Eastern European 
countries, this conference presented a good 
opportunity to discuss Eastern Europe–focused 
issues and to determine whether we could 
identify action items that could be collectively 
addressed in the short and long term. One of us 
(S.I.K., past president of the International League 
of Dermatological Societies) was invited to help 
lead the discussion. The meeting was open to 
all ESDR attendees, and representatives from 
most Eastern European countries were specifi-
cally invited. Many leaders of the ESDR and the 
Japanese Society for Investigative Dermatology 
attended this event, as did Paul Bergstresser, edi-
tor of JID. Also participating was Martin Röcken, 
past president of the ESDR, who committed to 
support progress through the European Skin 
Research Foundation (ESRF) (Figure 1).
The meeting addressed the following ques-
tions. What are the common goals and chal-
lenges facing dermatologic research in Eastern 
Europe? Is it possible for a young dermatologist 
to perform research within Eastern Europe? Do 
dermatologists want to become either clinical 
or basic science researchers and to pursue stud-
ies in skin biology and skin disease? How can 
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research in Eastern European countries be enhanced to uti-
lize the rich patient resources and clinical facilities available 
in some of the existing departments?
Lively discussions followed presentations by represen-
tatives from most of the Eastern European countries on the 
current state of investigative dermatology in their respective 
countries, including the major strengths and weaknesses of 
their research enterprise as well as their collaboration(s) with 
European or US investigative dermatologists.
Summary talks were given by representatives from Poland, 
Hungary, Serbia, Lithuania, and Croatia. Other informa-
tion came from written reports submitted (and discussed) 
by representatives from Slovakia and Russia. These talks and 
the discussions identified many challenges. Poor economic 
conditions in many countries and limited state financial sup-
port were cited, and several presenters identified a lack of 
remuneration for scientific work. In addition, cooperation is 
uncommon among institutions within or between countries; 
this is exacerbated by the limited mobility of scientific staff, 
which results in a general lack of research training and expe-
rience among research leaders. Insufficient technical equip-
ment, compounded by limited financial support, impedes the 
development of basic or even clinical research. These techni-
cal and financial factors often result in a loss of interest in 
basic and translational skin research. As a result, pharmaceu-
tical company–sponsored clinical trials make up the major 
portion of the research that is performed.
Dermatological research in Eastern European countries is 
concentrated in university departments and university hospi-
tals, and the research topics are often related exclusively to 
epidemiology, clinical trials, and the diagnosis and treatment 
of skin diseases. Basic dermatological research is carried 
out in only a few countries, and then primarily in collabo-
ration with nondermatological research laboratories (most 
often in the fields of immunology and cellular and molecu-
lar biology). This paucity of basic research may account for 
the relative absence of Eastern European dermatologists from 
the Annual Meeting of the ESDR. On the other hand, accord-
ing to presentations from Hungary, Poland, and, to a small-
er extent, Romania, Croatia, and Lithuania, there has been 
recent growth in dermatological science, in which basic or 
even more developed molecular biological methods are now 
employed. In some instances, dermatological research units 
have even been established.
Training young investigators who will eventually lead 
independent, scientifically important laboratories in Eastern 
Europe is a challenge because the majority of interested and 
talented young dermatologists from Eastern Europe train at 
laboratory centers abroad and do not return to their home 
countries. Clearly, exceptions to this “brain drain” exist, but 
this regional problem will be remedied only if young people 
can pursue research with adequate technical and financial 
support in their home countries. The establishment of mean-
ingful collaborations between Eastern European researchers 
and researchers in leading centers in the United States, Japan, 
and Western Europe can help to reverse this trend.
recommendations for strengthening eastern european  
dermatology research
There was considerable discussion about how to improve the 
current situation, and some specific ideas were suggested.
1.  Develop state-of-the-art clinical and/or basic research 
protocols that can be adopted by several groups.
2.  Facilitate networking and collaboration among 
academic centers in different countries to increase 
the chance of developing successful applications for 
European Union–funded projects.
3.  Stimulate exchange of know-how through increased 
mobility of research staff.
4.  Increase visibility of efforts in skin-related basic 
research by organizing sessions at ESDR meetings 
concerning items 1–3 above.
5.  Establish a portal on the ESDR website where 
dermatologists can identify others with similar research 
interests and initiatives in order to share experiences, 
samples, and bio-banks and encourage collaboration 
and specific training in specialized centers.
6.  Identify ESDR research teams throughout Europe whose 
members might volunteer to help with items 1–5.
With limited resources and limited organization of the spe-
cialty across Eastern European countries, how might these 
goals be met?
Some of the participants felt that it was important to build 
bridges among Eastern European countries and then to Western 
Europe, the United States, and Japan in order to train the next 
generation, using monies from abundant existing fellowships. 
Once these connections are made, Eastern European dermatol-
ogy collectively might be seen as a potentially powerful force 
in generating important new knowledge for our specialty.
It was also proposed that the next generation should be 
encouraged to pursue specialized training in emerging and 
expanding research areas such as genetics, immunology, cell 
biology, epidemiology, and clinical research. In addition, 
Eastern European dermatologists should identify the special 
resources that exist collectively (e.g., large patient populations) 
and work together to identify—and ultimately reach—common 
goals.
eastern europe’s special resources: a source of strength
Eastern European countries have access to special 
resources, including people interested in participating in 
Figure 1. Some of the members of the eastern european Committee at 
the 39th annual eSdr Meeting, September 2009, Semmelweis University, 
Budapest, Hungary. From left to right: Johannes Ring (Germany), Michael 
Meurer (Germany), László Fekete (Romania), Ruta Ganceviciene (Lithuania), 
Norbert Wikonkal (Hungary), Lajos Kemény (Hungary), Stephen I. Katz 
(USA), Rodica Cosgarea (Romania), Éva Remenyik (Hungary), Christos C. 
Zouboulis (Germany), Branka Marinovic (Croatia), Svetlana Popadic (Serbia), 
Sarolta Kárpáti (Hungary), Jasna Lipozencic (Croatia)
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the research enterprise; patients, many with common skin 
diseases and some with rare diseases, as well as patients in 
later stages of disease; and strong links to outstanding skin 
scientists who are interested in collaborations.
Participants felt that competition, coordination, and col-
laboration were not mutually exclusive and could be encour-
aged in Eastern European countries that were interested in 
pursuing dermatological research. Competition encourages 
the continuation of the major contributions that come from 
many of the Eastern European research/clinical dermatol-
ogy centers. Coordination among the various departments 
and countries to identify common interests and resources 
will only enhance productivity. Collaboration—first among 
departments, then among academic centers in other coun-
tries, and then with industry—would enhance bargaining 
power, for example, when it comes to performing clinical tri-
als of new agents.
Finally, leadership is needed to improve skin-related 
research in Eastern Europe. Leadership, a change in 
culture, selflessness, and a commitment to a few achiev-
able goals will facilitate success. Identifying “low-hanging 
fruit”—developing registries for rare diseases and identifying 
pediatric populations that are too rare to be studied in any 
one center (e.g., infantile hemangiomas, epidermolysis bullo-
sa, and ichthyosis)—would be a good start. Once goals are 
set, financial resources must be identified and might more 
effectively be solicited collectively. Proof of concept will 
energize and accelerate success.
At the end of the session, participants agreed to continue 
the discussion of fostering Eastern European dermatological 
research. The next session should address how to meet some 
of the goals articulated in Budapest.
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